Mammary stem cells come of age, prospectively.
Two recent reports have contributed direct evidence for the existence of a pluripotent mouse mammary epithelial stem cell. In both reports, the investigators have prospectively isolated an enriched fraction of mammary stem cells using fluorescence-activated cell sorting from freshly dispersed epithelial cells. This fraction of cells, upon transplantation in limiting dilution (in some cases as a single cell), produces complete mammary development within the host mammary fat pad. These studies extend and confirm earlier work that demonstrated that retroviral-tagged mammary fragments produce complete functional mammary glands comprising their clonal progeny upon fat-pad transplantation. This technical advance opens the possibility to use similar methodologies to isolate and characterize human breast epithelial stem cells, and elucidate their role in regeneration and neoplasia.